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Foreword 


I am a non-resident Oriya. For the past fifty-five years, I 
have been living in Pune, Maharastra. I am proficient in reading 
and speaking Marathi, though not fluently. In Maharastra, the 
purbasprushya community is otherwise known as the dalit 
community, and their literature, as dalit literature. During the last 
four decades, besides Daya Pawar’s autobiography, many other 
autobiographies written by dalits have been published. To my 
knowledge, in Orissa the term ‘dalit? is not used as it is understood 
in Maharastra. A few years ago, a well-known Oriya author went 
to the extent of making light of dalit literature in Marathi. I 
personally believe that late Vinayak Damodar Savarkar used the 
term ‘purbasprushya’ in Marathi for the first time in 1930. Over 
the last thirty years, dalit literature has come to occupy a prominent 
place in Marathi literature. Now-a-days, conferences on dalit 
literature are being held. It is a fact that the autobiographies of 
dalits reveal more about them than any other form of writing. 

In Maharastra, dalits and adivasis comprise about one-sixth 
of the total population whereas, in Orissa, they form two-thirds of 
the total population. 1 feel that, in spite of there being so many 
dalits and adivasis in Orissa, there are no dalit autobiographies in 
Oriya except that of late Mohan Das. The works of Gopinath 
Mohanty, the distinguished Oriya writer, portray the lives of dalits 
and adivasis and provide only a peep through a window at a vast 
canvas. 

My father, Radhanath Rath passed away seven years ago. 
All his life he strove to bring about the all-round development of 
Orissa. I, therefore, decided to observe his death anniversary by 
disseminating his thoughts and ideas widely. I decided to publish 
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autobiographies written by dalits and adivasis. 1 requested many 
of my Oriya friends to help me in this endeavour. At their 
suggestion, I wrote letters to some dalits and adivasis asking them 
to write the story of their lives. I personally met a few but to no 
avail. Two years ago, a well-known adivasi woman activist, Sumani 
Jhodia agreed to write the story of her life with help from Achyut 
Das, Agragamee, Kashipur. When I talked about my project to 
Annapurna Maharana, noted freedom fighter, she suggested the 
names of a few well-known purbasprushya and adivasi workers. 
Nishakar Das, who belongs to the purabasprushya community of 
Cuttack district and is working in the gramdaan areas of Koraput 
for the last fifty years, agreed to write down his life story. 

Publishing books is not my profession. For the last few 
years, I have been organizing a Radhanath Rath memorial lecture 
every year at my own expense. I decided to publish this book as a 
tribute to the memory of my father. | am grateful to Dhaneswar 
Mohapatra, distinguished Oriya writer, for formally releasing this 
book. 

Although I have published this book, its distribution rights 
rest with Sikshasandhan, Bhubaneswar. The organization will keep 
the money from the sale of the book in a separate fund. After 
meeting the distribution expenses, the balance will be spent on 
the publication of dalit and adivasi autobiographies. The 
organization, Sikshasandhan has consented to publish these 
personal narratives. 

I express my deep gratitude to Annapurna Maharana for 
introducing me to Nishakar babu, and to the latter for setting down 
the story of his life. I am indebted to my friend Sudhakar Patel, 
Anusaya Nanda for their help. 

I sincerely hope that this book will be appreciated by readers 
and make way for other books like it in future. 

Nilakantha Rath 
Pune 
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On the Banks of Kharasuan 


I was born on March 20, 1927 in viliage Singhapur, which 
lies on the bank of river Kharasuan. My father’s name was Bhaigi 
Das and my mother’s, Sara Devi. | belong to the pana vaishnava 
caste. My father had three brothers, namely, Ainthi Das, Kanhai 
Das, and Bansa Das. My grandfather, Ranga Das had two brothers: 
Mani Das and Ganga Das. 

Our family earned a living by serving as priests, among the 
panas during marriages, funerals. We had a small piece of land 
which brought us a little income. We also made both ends meet 
by working as daily labourers. 

My father and his three brothers lived together. Our huts 
had thatched roofs. After my uncles got married, they set up 
separate households of their own. They made a living by working 
as priests, and as daily labourers. I used to sing as a palia with my 
youngest uncle, Ganga Das. The pana vaishnavas made some 
money by selling coloured beads made from dry tulsi twigs and 
other such holy plants. Merchants bought necklaces made of these 
beads from us in the weekly haat and sometimes from our homes. 
Our family members always stood by each other through thick 
and thin. Despite having differences, my father and his brothers 
sincerely helped each other. 

As a child, I remember my mother returning home carrying 
a bowl of water, after taking her bath in the river. She would greet 
my grandfather and hand him a bowl of water. He would dip his 
toe in it. Then my mother would drink this water and go into the 
kitchen. Those days, many daughters-in-law treated their in-laws 
with such reverence. 

Those days, earthen pots and brass utensils were used for 
cooking purposes and for serving food. Every household had 
watered rice or pakhala, as their staple food. I remember eating 
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watered rice from an earthen bowl when | was very young. It 
tasted very good, when we added salt and green chilies to it. The 
flood deposited silt on our land and rendered it very fertile. The 
rich harvest the land yielded made people strong and healthy. 
Nowadays, fertilizer-contaminated food is the cause of many 
incurable diseases and untimely deaths. 

When the vaishnavas work as priests in the panas’ houses, 
they never take food cooked by the latter. Rather, they cook 
something for themselves in a new earthen pot and eat it. Those 
days, people used only brass pots as utensils. When I worked as a 
priest, I also cooked food for myself in a new earthen pot. 

On the occasion of marriages or thread ceremonies of 
sabarnas, no one from our pana vaishnava community went or ate 
at their place, because the vaishnavas abstained from meat. If any 
vaishnav took meat, other vaishnavas would never eat at his family 
functions or anything cooked in his house. He would also be looked 
down upon. Like other vaishnavas, I too ate fish, both fresh and 
dried, but have never eaten eggs or meat. When I was a boy, I 
smoked phikas, took paan, quicklime, tobacco etc. Influenced by 
villagers, 1 became a paan addict and often carried a paan box 
with me. I outgrew these habits when I stayed in the ashram and 
worked with the sarvodaya leaders. I have never taken tea or coffee 
nor have I ever taken alcohol, handia, salapa, and ganja in my 
life. 1 took part in the anti-alcohol movements led in the adivasi 
area of Koraput. Protesting against liquor-making, | closed down 
hundreds of distilleries, and threw the liquor away. Together with 
the shantisena and some young villagers, we broke into a distillery 
at Gumiguda. A large oil-can was filled with alcohol. We spilled 
it all and saw many drunkards go down on their kneels and lick it 
up. Adivasis and harijans distilled liquor after paying officers of 
the police and excise departments bribes amounting to four or 
five hundred rupees. They would explain their action 
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philosophically, ‘I am dirty, you are dirty, why should we bother 
about cleanliness?” 

As our village is situated on the banks of river Kharasuan, 
the rains washed in muddy alluvial soil, and human and animal 
carcasses. People living on the banks of the river collected this 
muddied water in vessels and let the mud settle down. This water 
they used for drinking and cooking purposes. I also drank this 
water. During my stay at Kalyanpur ashram as a sarvodaya worker, 
1 got used to drinking water from wells and developed a dislike 
for river water. When I was a child, I used to go to draw water 
from a well which belonged to a sabarna family. They never 
allowed me to even touch it. They would draw water from the 
well and pour it into our vessels. Those days, very few houses had 
wells. 

In olden days, family bonds were very strong. Despite 
untouchability, people loved and trusted each other. Neighbours 
were loyal to each other. Conflicts were resolved within the village 
itself. Everybody obeyed the village headman. Some kandara 
harijan families lived in our neighborhood. We were good 
neighbours. Whenever a pana touched a kandara, both would feel 
defiled and take bath to purify themselves. Such beliefs were 
current those days. Nowadays, panas, kandaras, gokhas, bauris 
and people belonging to higher castes have got rid of such 
prej udices. However, one still comes across such discriminations 
in the domestic sphere. 

The pana quarters lay half a kilometer away from the 
vaishnav quarter. About thirty landless families lived there. Two 
pana families owned two pairs of bullocks and they worked as 
tenant farmers in the fields of sabarnas and got a share of the 
harvest. Women and children of the pana and kandara families 
worked in the houses of sabarnas and cleaned their cattle-sheds. 

The pana, kandara, harijan colonies lay close to each other, 
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in our village. Usually, kandaras live two or three kilometers away 
from a village. The gudias lived beside the vaishnavas, khandayats 
and the brahmins. The nearest village lay half a kilometer away. 
Our village Singhapur was a gram panchayat. People belonging 
to radhi, gudia. teli, tanti, dhoba, khandayats and brahmin castes 
lived here. The village was situated on the bank of a river. A path 
ran through the village. Houses stood in rows on either side of 
this path. The dusty path lay dry in summer but became muddy in 
the rainy season. Our family had one khanja house. Four brothers 
shared one house. Each had a room to himself. Our roof was 
thatched with straw. We got some straw by cultivating our little 
plot of land. We bought the rest of the straw by working as daily 
labourers. If we failed to thatch our roof in some year, it leaked 
during the rainy season. Thatching one’s house was one’s own 
responsibility. When I was a child, we could not thatch our house 
for two or three years on end and I remember getting drenched in 
the rainy season. Our grandfather had divided the pana jajmans 
under his care among his four sons. Each one took care of his 
respective jajmans. The brothers lived on the small amount they 
earned in this manner. 

The children of pana vaishnavas get married into the 
families of other pana vaishanavas. About three thousand pana 
vaishanavs live in Cuttack, Kendrapada, Jajpur, Bhadrak, and 
Balasore, Keonjhar districts. Rituals like wedding ceremonies and 
funerals could be attended only by their own relatives, some of 
whom came from far-away places. Pana vaishnavas, dhoba 
vaishnavas, bauri vaishanavas are all harijans. Those who got 
educated after independence got government jobs under the system 
of reservation. Once a young pana vaishnava applied for a caste 
certificate to the tehsildar of Jajpur. He checked the records and 
claimed that pana vaishnavas did not figure in the harijan list and 
he therefore could not give the young man a caste certificate. When 
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this happened across Orissa, children of pana vaishnavas 
did not get jobs easily in spite of being well educated. The vigilance 
department filed cases against those pana vaishnavas who had 
earlier landed jobs under the system of reservation. To counter 
this move, they filed another case in the High Court to get their 
names included in the harijan list. The former MP, Sri Anadi Charan 
Das is a pana vaishnava. He is my uncle’s son. He has been 
elected to the Parliament as many as five times. Even he could 
not do anything about it and advised us to move the High Court. 
The case is still under trial. No decision regarding the matter has 
been taken yet. 


Childhood 


My father died suddenly of heart failure when I was five 
years old. We were three brothers: Dijabar Das, the eldest and 
Bhaskar Das, the second eldest, and I, the youngest. Before his 
death, my father had got separated from his brothers. My elder 
brother served as a priest. He also worked as a labourer to support 
us. Our life was full of hardship. Often we had to make do with a 
little rice, water, salt and green chillies. We had watered rice for 
breakfast and watered rice for lunch. We had boiled rice at night; 
sometimes we ate cakes made of rice. Our lot improved only when 
the three of us were able to earn our livelihood. We used to eat 
salt, chillies, greens and dry fish with watered rice. 

When my father was alive he served as a priest in pana 
households on the occasions of wedding, funeral or sankirtan and 
brought so much flattened rice and puffed rice that we ate these 
to our hearts? content. Sometimes, we gave some of these to our 
cattle. This job also fetched him cash amounting to two or three 
rupees. After my father’s death, I performed these duties with 
my eldest brother and received a fairly large quantity of rice and 
four or five rupees depending on the importance of the occasion. 
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Prosperous jajamans gave more. Apart from discharging his 
priestly duties, my father also worked as a farm labourer. He did 
threshing and weeding for those sabarnas who were less rigid about 
untouchability. When we grew a little older, we also started 
working as labourers. We received two gounis of paddy and two 
annas as our wages. After father’s death, my elder brother took 
up wage labour. In the month of Pausha, mother would cross the 
river to pluck black gram plants. Sometimes, | would cry and insist 
on accompanying her. The farmer gave her black gram plants as 
her wages. These were dried, threshed and used for cooking dal 
or for making cakes. My mother never worked as a field labourer 
in our own village. In the rainy season, she gathered jhadisuan 
from the fields and brought it home in a winnowing fan. She also 
plucked kalama and madranga leaves from the fields. My brother 
got a cow on a profit-sharing basis from a member of the higher 
caste. My mother fed the cow with the grass she cut from the 
fields. We also earned a little money by setling milk, curd and 
ghee. 

Opportunities for employment in Pausha, Magha, Phaguna, 
and Chaitra months were plentiful; and we lived happily till 
Baishakha and Jyestha. From Aasadha to Magusira life became 
terribly difficult on account of rains and floods. When the fields 
got flooded, we again found ourselves without work. Poor families 
got trapped by flood waters. Few people had boats. The shops 
were situated in the middle of the village. The roads were filled 
with swirling flood waters. We had no option but to stay put in 
our houses. We even had to plod through waist-deep water in order 
to answer the call of nature. I remember, once during a flood, 
after we had starved for about ten days, a rich trader from the 
village gave two or three seers of rice to every poor family. My 
two elder brothers were not good at swimming. So I swam with 
my neighbours to bring the rice. Even after the flood receded, the 
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lowlands remained waterlogged and we had to wade through the 
water, which would come up to our thighs and waists, to weed the 
rice fields. People living in riverside villages and in the middle of 
fields faced a lot of difficulties during a flood. High roads laid 
along rivers now alleviate these difficulties. Only people living in 
vulnerable villages fee! scared whenever the river rises above the 
danger mark for fear that it may burst the banks. They have to 
stay awake all night, walking up and down the embankment to 
find out where it is weak and how high the river has risen. This is 
because river Kharasuan is no longer as deep as it used to be 
when we were children; it has got silted up. 

Our elder brother sent my second brother and me to an 
abadhana to study. My father and uncles had taught him at home, 
and he could read only the Bhagavata written on palm-leaves. We 
learnt to write the alphabet on earthen floors with the help of 
thick pieces of chalk. Later, a school was set up in the village and 
we attended it. At that time no children from the pana and kandara 
neighbourhoods went to school. As we spent two years at the 
chatsali and then went to school, it took us more time to finish our 
studies. Our elder brother paid the abadhan his dues. We also had 
to pay fees at the village school and buy books and other things. 
My uncles, mother and brothers paid my school fees. 

Being a very naughty child, I took no interest at all in my 
studies. I often duped my teacher saying I! wanted to go out to 
relieve myself. Instead of going home, I ran down to the riverside 
to play with my friends. For fear of my uncles or brothers finding 
out about my mischief and beating me, I would hide myself among 
screwpine bushes. Farmers sowed Bengal grams in their fields. 
When the crop ripened, we would hide ourselves among the 
screwpine bushes and wait patiently for the farmer to leave. Then 
we would pluck the gram plants and roast the pods. Away from 
the village, we thoroughly enjoyed our feast. I used to confide in 
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my second brother. After I left the school premises, he would 
carry my books and slate home. Sometimes, I got punished for 
my waywardness. 

One day, | went to play on a banyan tree which grew by the 
side of the road. Dasarathi sir, the headmaster of our school, was 
passing by. Some of my friends, along with some villagers said to 
him, “Sir, Nishakar has climbed up this banyan tree”. | planned to 
jump down and escape unnoticed. But the headmaster spotted 
me sitting on one of the branches and asked me to get down. He 
used to mete out harsh punishments to students; I had no other 
choice but to obey him. He took me to the school and after giving 
me a severe thrashing, locked me up in a room. Everybody went 
home after school. Alone, I lay crying inside the room. My elder 
brother met the headmaster and took me home at seven o’clock at 
night. 

I recall another childhood prank of mine. A crow had built 
its nest on a palm tree. When it flew out to bring food for its 
young ones, my friends and I, caught hold of a long bamboo. We 
pulled down the nest and sacrificed the young ones. The crows 
attacked us. I have killed five to seven young crows in this manner. 
Another incident happened when my father was alive. One day, 
my parents gave me a beating. Feeling angry and hurt, I hid myself 
behind a heap of straw in the cattle-shed and stayed there from 
evening till midnight. When they could not find me anywhere in 
the neighbourhood, my family members thought that I must have 
drowned myself in the river, resenting the punishment meted out 
to me. The whole family wept in grief. I heard everything from 
behind the heap of straw. I was moved by the grief of my parents 
and family members. Quietly, I came out of hiding. My parents 
embraced me and felt immensely relieved. 

Those days, the sabarnas did not touch anyone who 
belonged to pana, kandara and gokha castes. We sat apart from 


18 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


the others at the chatsali. The abadhana, if he wished to punish 
us, would throw the cane at us, he would not touch us even while 
beating us. When the cane touched our clothes, we would take it 
back to the teacher and keep it away from him. I recall another 
significant incident. Perhaps, I was six or seven years old at the 
time. We had completed our studies with the abadhana and had 
Just enrolled ourselves in the village school. On the way to our 
school, a young brahmin boy of our village named Dibakar Das. 
used to accompany us. If ever we walked close to him, he would 
Jump over our shadows. The brahmins reasoned that, not only our 
persons, but our very shadows defiled them. Caste prejudices 
relating to untouchability were very strong at that time. 

Palas and yatras were frequently organized in villages those 
days. When we went to see a yatra, we sat apart from others. A 
pana did not touch a kandara and a kandara would not touch a 
gokha. The untouchables themselves were divided into high and 
low castes. Brahmins, khandayats and people belonging to higher 
castes abhorred us and did not touch us. There was one ghat on 
the river for bathing, but people from the higher castes used the 
water up-stream whereas we took our bath downstream. Such 
systems of segregation prevailed in villages in the past. 

I went to school with my second brother. We had watered 
rice for our meals. We ate a little rice with salt and drank a lot of 
water to fill our bellies. Instead of concentrating on my studies, I 
went wherever people sang songs or performed palas and spent 
time learning to sing. No wonder, it took me seven years to study 
up to class three. I gave up my studies for we did not have enough 
to eat. I could not afford books either. So, I worked with my brother 
as a labourer and sometimes, accompanied my mother when she 
went across the river to pluck black gram plants. On rainy days or 
during floods I sometimes would not feel like going out to work 
as a daily labourer but for fear of being punished by mother or 
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brother, 1 would pass the day eating black berries. We went and 
begged at the houses of jajamans who lived near by. 

From black grams my mother prepared a kind of porridge 
and cakes for us. She was given a quantity of grams as wages 
when she plucked black gram plants from other people’s fields. 
The condition of landless harijans was even worse than ours. There 
were no landlords in our village. A landlord named Jari lived in a 
village, which was situated five or six kilometres away from ours. 
Panas, kandaras and gokhas, who lived there, worked for him. 
They used to call him saante or the lord. But pana vaishnavas 
worked for only those sabarnas who treated them well. Pana 
vaishnavas served as priests at hindu festivals celebrated by panas 
and their jajamans gave them gifts of rice and money depending 
on their financial situation. Begging from any other harijan, 
kandara, gokha or the sabarna castes was not allowed. Pana 
vaishnavas have been following this custom for ages. 

Some sabarna people migrated to Kolkata to earn their 
livelihood. They were better off than others. We earned only two 
annas a day as wages, and had to work for eight days to earn a 
rupee. When I was a child, a few kandaras, panas or gokhas went 
and made a living in cities like Kolkata. Those who worked there 
were comfortably off. But not many could exercise this option as 
they found it difficult to afford the travel expenses. These days, 
however, more people are going out in search of work elsewhere. 

Untouchables like panas and kandaras were not allowed to 
carry umbrellas, wear shoes or nice white dhotis while walking 
down village roads. They were scared of being beaten by landlords. 
The period of British rule and that of the rajas and zamindars can 
be described as an age of darkness. I remember an incident from 
my childhood. There was a young man of kandara caste in Olai 
village. His father worked in Kolkata and gave him an education. 
He passed his matriculation examination from Jajpur high school. 
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He went to visit relatives, wearing a nice dhoti and carrying an 
umbrella. As he passed through Sundarpur village, the khandayat 
zamindar of Sundarpur, who was talking to his friends, noticed 
him. He enquired about him, and was told by those who knew 
him, ‘He is an untouchable boy from Olai village. He has returned 
after passing his matriculation examination.’ The zamindar called 
him over and said, ‘You wretch, don’t you know that this is the 
village of Sundar Ray, the zamindar? How dare you walk down 
our village path wearing a dhoti and carrying an umbrella?’ They 
thrashed him, made him take off his dhoti and wear a torn one 
instead, broke his umbrella and sent him back home. Back in his 
village, he narrated this incident to the villagers. The headman of 
his caste said, ‘You have passed the matriculation examination, 
all right, but why should you walk down the path of the zamindar’s 
village wearing a dhoti and holding an umbrella?’ Even though 
the fault lay with the zamindar, no one had the courage to raise 
their voice against him. Everyone was afraid of being beaten up. 
So, the boy had to pocket the insult quietly. Barbaric acts like this 
were perpetrated those days. 

Talking about social boycott, 1 recall two incidents which 
had occurred near our village. The year was 1949 and | was 
working at the sarvodaya ashram. As I had to go to our village on 
some work, I went there with my friend, who was also a pana 
vaishnava like me. Suddenly it started pouring with rain. We ran 
inside the hall of the temple of the village deity in order to seek 
shelter from the heavy downpour. Some young men of the village 
complained to the then village head man, Chakradhar Samal. He 
came, scolded us and sent us away. As I was a sarvodaya worker, 
I tried to reason with him, but the whole village ganged up and 
supported him. They did not listen to me. However, there were 
also some good people among the sabarnas. They did not mind 
touching us and they did not hate us. But the prevailing social 
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customs instilled in everyone feelings of contempt and revulsion 
towards untouchables. 

Another incident took place in the-year 1953. There was a 
khandayat boy in our village, Singhapur, who belonged to a very 
reputed family. His name was Duryodhana Thatoi. His lived half 
a kilometre away from our house. According to their family 
customs, he was named Baliyar-singh Padati. People of 20 
neighbouring villages acknowledged him as their chief and 
respected him. He frequently visited a pana family in our village 
and decided to marry a pana girl. Ignoring all social restrictions 
and opposition, he married her. His own family members did not 
allow him to enter his house. He joined the group led by respected 
leaders like, Gopabandhu, Ramadevi and Manmohan bhai. He 
worked for the sarvodaya and bhoodan movements. He lived in a 
separate house built near his ancestral house, enduring all kinds 
of hurt, injury and insult. The khandayat community despised him. 
But he could muster the courage to face the social stigma because 
of the influence on him of Gandhi, Binoba, Gopabandhu and 
Ramadevi. He also received moral support from Pranakrushana 
Pattanayak, Padmalabh Rai of our village and, to some extent, 
myself. He died eight or ten years ago. His family has now accepted 
his widow. 

There was a yatra group in our village. As the sabarnas 
despised us, they did not include us in their yatra troupes. I had a 
good voice. So I sang for the vaishnaba group. The sabarnas came 
to listen to us. Once, I had been to my maternal uncle’s village, 
Jhupuri. My uncle’s brother-in-law heard me sing. He was so 
impressed that he included me in the drama troupe of his village, 
Kuanrpur. The year was 1939. I was training to be an actor. The 
movement to free India led by Mahatma Gandhi was in full swing. 
Jagannath Das of village Kuanrpur threw himself into the 
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movement and spoke to the villagers about it. We used to listen 
to him talk about the freedom struggle. In 1942, the Quit India 
Movement had stirred the whole nation. Under the leadership of 
Jagannath Das of Kuanrpur, and Padmalabh Rai of Chatrapada 
we went, a blue cane in our hands, to gherao Jajpur Court. 
Thousands of people came to Jajpur and encircled the court. When 
the S.D.O. came out of his office, Padmalabh Rai and Jaganath 
Das told him, ‘You are an Indian. We ask you to wear swadeshi 
clothes and to give up wearing foreign clothes.’ Immediately the 
chowkidar from Mangalpur, Mangali Jena, wrapped a khadi dhoti 
around the S.D.O. The meeting was in progress. At this time an 
aeroplane flew overhead. People got frightened. They saw fireballs 
dropping from the plane. Thousands of people ran helter-skelter 
and so did we. Two days later, the police searched the village and 
arrested all the agitators who had accompanied Jagannath Das. A 
few of us hid ourselves and escaped arrest. 


My Stay in the Ashram 


I returned home after spending two years as a member of 
the yatra troupe. I joined another yatra troupe at Mamunda. A 
year later, I came back home and resumed my priestly duties. In 
the meantime, one of my maternal uncles, Nrusingh Das had joined 
the freedom movement and had taught himself how to spin. The 
manager of the ashram was Nandakishore Das. Under the guidance 
of Pranakrushna Pattanayak, he toured the villages explaining 
Gandhiji’s constructive programme to people. One day, he crossed 
river Kharasuan in a boat with Pranakrushna Pattnayak and reached 
Jari village. While returning from Jari, my uncle Nrusingh Das 
told him, ‘One of my nephews sings very well. He had participated 
in the freedom movement. He had also joined a yatra troupe. Now 
he sits idle at home. Let us take him to Kalyanpur ashram.’ 
Pranakrushna babu came to our house with Nrusingh Das. 
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I was at home. Panakrushna babu said to my elder brother, 
‘I have come to take Nishakar Das to Kalyanpur ashram. He’! 
stay there with his uncle Nrusingh Das and learn spinning. He can 
participate in Gandhiji’s constructive programmes’. My mother 
was unwilling to let me go. From what he said, it seemed my elder 
brother seemed to have no objection to the proposal. I said, 
‘Nursingh uncle is there. I shall stay with him and work for Gandhiji 
’, Saying this, I put on my clothes and prepared to go. My mother 
broke down and wept. My brother, my uncles and others who 
were present consoled her. I stayed at Kalyanpur ashram and 
learnt spinning. I participated in various programmes like spinning, 
prohibition, removal of untouchability, the campaign against religious 
discrimination. We explained to people that we are all human beings 
and should not discriminate against anyone. I also sang patriotic 
songs and tried to convince people that we would certainly achieve 
independence. 

India became independent in 1947. Having taught myself to 
spin, I stayed with Pranakrushna babu at his house. Because I 
was a pana vaishnava, Pranakrushna babu’s wife forbade me do 
any work which required touching food or utensils. The bell-metal 
plate in which I ate was kept apart from other utensils. Prankrushna 
babu did not believe in untouchability but his wife did. We were 
once invited to Masada High School to attend the Ganesh Puja. 
When we went to have prasad, they made me sit away from the 
others and were going to serve prasad to me on a banana leaf. 
Seeing this, Pranakrushna babu came and sat by my side. We had 
our food sitting apart from others. 

The day Mahatma Gandhi was shot dead by Nathuram 
Godse, the nation was plunged into grief. All of us at Kalyanpur, 
who were followers of Gandhi wept bitterly. We held a condolence 
meeting. Thousands of people joined in the prayers. I sang Ramdhun 
and bhajans. Then I went to Bari with Pranakrushna 
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babu. Gopabandhu Choudhury and Maa Ramadevi lived in the 
ashram they had set up there. Many engaged themselves in carrying 
forward Gandhi’s constructive programme under their guidance. 
I was determined to abolish untouchability, religious intolerance 
and addiction to alcohol. I worked to popularize khadi, 
gramodyoga and spinning. Prominent sarvodaya workers from 
Jajpur subdivision such as Padmalabh Rai, Bipin Mohanty, 
Shantanu Kumar Das, Baidyanath Das, and Prana Kurshna 
Pattanaik toured villages explaining to people the programmes. 
Bipin Bihari Mohanty was the chairman of the local board 
and Pranakrushna babu was its vice-chairman. The latter took me 
with him when he went to visit the school at village Jari, which 
lay on the banks of river Kharasuan. The boat was our only made 
of transport. When we reached the school, Pranakrushna babu 
noticed that the brahmin and khandayat children were sitting 
together, whereas kandara, pana, gokha children sat apart. He told 
the teacher, ‘The country has become independent, and 
untouchability has been abolished.’ Saying this he made all the 
children sit together. The incident reached the ears of the 
zamindars. They immediately assembled the elders from the 
kandara, pana and gokha communities and said, ‘Did seven 
generations of your forefathers ever sit with the zamindar or touch 
us?” The elders said, ‘No saante, you are zamindars, and we are 
your subjects. How dare we sit with you?’ The zamindars said, 
‘Look, someone called Panu Pattanaik has made our children sit 
with yours at school. All your boys and girls will die tonight’. 
‘What? Did this Panu babu have the guts to do such a thing at our 
village school? Saante, you tell us what to do; we shall do as you 
say.’ The zamindars said, ‘Beat him and the fellow accompanying 
him and chase them out of the village.’ As soon as they heard this, 
three hundred people collected near the school, cudgels in hand. 
Seeing so many armed people we felt scared. They told 
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Pranakrushna babu, ‘You have committed a terrible mistake. 
According to customs handed down by our ancestors, the 
zamindar’s are our king. He is our saanta. You made our children 
sit with theirs! Who’Il take the responsibility if our children die 
because of this crime?’ Panu babu asked them to cool down and 
listen to him. As for me, I trembled in fear. Panu babu asked me, 
‘Nishakar, sing to them a patriotic song.’ 1 began: 

When a man touches a man, 

How does he lose his caste? 

This is all nonsense. 

This land is everyone ’s mother 

There is one God, 

We are all brothers 

Though we perform different duties. 

Panu babu explained the significance of this song to 
everyone present and said, ‘Nishakar is a pana vaishnava like you. 
He stays and eats with us. He has not died nor have I. The whole 
thing is a misconception. I am also a zamindar. Mahatma Gandhi 
brought us freedom. We are all human beings. We are the citizens 
of this country. Our forefathers had erected barriers castes and 
made you untouchable. We?’ll stay at this school tonight. If your 
children die, we’ll accept the responsibility for that.’ In this way, 
Pranakrushna babu tried to reason with them. I too explained 
everything to them. When people heard about Gandhiji and 
listened to the song I sang and to what Pranakrushna babu said, 
they calmed down. That day, we spent the night at the school. The 
following day, we went to the jena, mallik and gokha localities 
and changed people’s minds. Babu Mallick, the headman of the 
mallicks and Akrura Jena, talked to the people. Nilamani Das, 
Durgacharan Sama! and Loknath Sama! from the zamindar sahi 
did not fall a prey to the conspiracy and the wrong ideas spread 
by the zamindars. They persuaded everyone to repose their trust 
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in us. The village youths vowed to take part in Gandhiji’s 
constructive programme by carrying out activities such as spinning, 
abolition of untouchability, and prohibition. I was assigned the 
task of teaching them how to spin. We went to Bari and recounted 
the events that had taken place at Jari village to Gopabandhu 
Choudhury, Ramadevi and Manmohan Choudhury. I brought back 
cotton, spinning wheels, stayed at Jari and gave people lessons in 
spinning. Bipin Bihari Mohanty, Santanu Babu, Padmalabh Rai 
and other prominent sarvodaya workers visited the village. Thus 
a blow was dealt to the pride of the zamindars. Harijans and some 
sabarnas, especially those who had been ill-treated by the 
zamindars, united themselves and boycotted them. No one served 
them, no one ploughed their fields. They refused to mind their 
cattle or clean their cattle-sheds. The zamindars found themselves 
in a tight spot. Pranakrushna babu and other leaders often visited 
the village and kept the people united. I too stayed at the village 
and helped them to stay united. 

In my village Singhapur, the houses of twenty pana families 
and one pana vaishnava family lay on the bank of river Kharasuan. 
In course of time, the river swallowed up the land on which these 
houses had stood. These 21 families took permission from the 
zamindar, Brajasundar Das and built their houses on a plot of 
land belonging to him. People belonging to the higher castes in 
our village conspired to uproot these twenty families from this 
place and proposed to set up a minor school there. Time and again, 
they made the life of these people miserable by asking them to 
vacate the place. These harijans came to me and pleaded, ‘Babu if 
you do not ask Pranakrushna babu to help us, we will get forcibly 
evicted. Where shall we go?’ I relayed the message to Pranakrushna 
babu. He came to the village and spoke to the sabarnas. But no 
one listened to him. They were determined to throw the harijans 
out and establish a minor school at that very spot. What was to be 
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done! I felt very worried. Then I took them to the radical leader 
and freedom fighter, Padmalabh Rai and recounted everything to 
him. He also came to the village and tried to persuade the people 
of the higher castes to change their mind. Some evil-minded 
villagers were very hostile to harijans. They ignored Padmalabh 
Rai’s advice. Pada babu told me, ‘If Ramadevi comes to know of 
this problem she can surely solve it and these people will not 
have to be displaced.’ Everyone revered Ramadevi and Gopa babu. 
I went along with about five or six harijans and told her of all that 
had came to pass. She decided to visit our village. She came to 
our village school where the young men and leaders had already 
assembled. She spoke to them at length and said, “Our country 
has become independent. The poor and the harijans have little 
land. They are utterly helpless. If they are thrown out of here, 
where will they go? They have obtained permission from zamindar 
Braja babu to stay here. You have land of your own. You can 
build your school there.” But the villagers were adamant. They 
said, We have informed Braja babu about our decision to set up a 
minor school here.’ When Ramadevi saw that the people were 
unwilling to relent, she said, “You propose to establish a school 
by displacing twenty-one poor families. Education received from 
such a school will be of no use to our nation.’ This enraged the 
villagers, who got up and left the meeting place. They came out 
and abused Ramadevi in fifty language. She went to Bari from 
our village. I accompanied her. She told me, ‘When 1 go to Cuttack 
1°11 explain everything to Brajasunder Das and persuade him to 
let the harijan families stay where they are.’ She called on zamindar 
Brajasundar and his wife at Cuttack and talked to them. He agreed 
to Ramadevi’s request and sent word to these poor families through 
her that they would never be displaced. These twenty-one families 
continue to live there and sing Ramadevi’s praise. 
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I Learn Weaving 


Although I got drawn into the dispute just mentioned, I 
continued to engage in spinning activities in Jari village. With the 
help of kisan charkhas we spun large quantities of thread. These 
had to be woven into clothes. But trained manpower was not 
available. I went to Bari with Pranakrushna babu. When we 
explained the circumstances to Gopalbabu, Maa Ramadevi and 
Manmohan bhai, they advised me to spend two years at Bhadrak 
Balashram and learn the art of weaving there. 

In 1948, I went to Bhadrak Balashram carrying a letter from 
Manmohan bhai. ! gave it to Iswarlal Vyasji. Vyasji called for two 
teachers, Sri Kapil bhai and Gaurishyam bhai, who were experts 
in weaving, and arranged for teaching me weaving. Bhadrak 
Balashram ran a hostel for tribals and harijans and people from 
weaker sections of society. I stayed there for two years and learnt 
weaving. ; 

One day, it was my turn for doing the cooking. I had put a 
pot of milk on the boil. Suddenly it boiled over. People believe 
that, whenever milk boils over and gets burnt, a quarrel breaks 
out. I felt apprehensive. Kapil guruji smelt the burnt milk. He 
came into the kitchen and scolded me. I tried to explain to him 
that it was not my fault, but he would not listen to me. At last, | 
lost my temper and said that I would pay for the amount of the 
milk wasted. He got angry and he hit me with a stick. I started 
tugging and pulling at the stick. He called the peon and dragged 
me to the gate, pushed me out and locked it. I felt very hurt. I was 
so upset I could not decide what to do. The railway station was 
five or six miles from the Balashram. I walked all the way to the 
railway station. After much thought I decided that I would throw 
myself in front of a running train and commit suicide. I could not 
bring myself to go home nor could I go to Bari and tell Gopa 
babu, Ramadevi and Manmohan bhai of this. 
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Having made up my mind, I waited for the train to arrive. 
In the mean time, Kapil bhai came along with two or three students 
from the ashram and took me in his arms. He said, ‘Getting angry 
with you was a mistake on my part. Please come back to the hostel’. 
They dragged me back there. My anger coolcd off. I was to die 
that day. It was God’s wish that I should stay alive. 


Vinobaji's Padayatra in Orissa 


By 1950, my training in weaving was nearing completion. 
We received the news that the All India Sarvodaya Conference 
was going to be held at Angul. I went to Angul with other friends 
to work as a volunteer at the conference. Acharya Vinoba Bhave 
was to preside over the conference. However, he could not make 
it. A riot had broken out in Telengana over the question of land 
ownership, which had been led by people who believed in violence. 
Vinobaji had made up his mind to march to that place. So he was 
unable to come here. It was decided that Kaka Kalekar would 
preside over the conference. After the conference was over, I went 
back to Kalyanpur ashram and set up a centre for weaving. The 
work went on. In 1952, it was decided to undertake bhoodan 
marches all over India. The bhoodan movement had made its 
presence felt in Orissa during 1953. I took part in it. I joined in the 
marches led by Gopababu and Ramadevi. In 1954, I collected 
gifts of land under the supervision and guidance of Nisamani 
Khuntia, who belonged to village Nagpura. I went to sadar sub- 
vision, Jagatsinghpur, Erasama, Balikuda and Tirtol regions. 
Bhoodan was going on in fu!l swing. It was then announced that 
Vinobaji would come to Orissa on his way from West Bengal. In 
Cuttack, Gunanidhi babu donated his land and house to the 
bhoodan movement. Located at Thoriasahi in Cuttack this place 
is now known as Gunanidhi Bhawan. The Sarvodaya Mandal! has 
its office here. Those days, the place was used as Bhoodan 
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Movement Office. Sri Sarat Moharana served as chief of the office. 
It was decided that Vinobaji would come to Orissa from West 
Bengal via Lakshmannath in the course of his bhoodan march. 
Who would take part in the march? What tasks should be assigned 
to whom? All this was decided paying great attention to detail. 
Sri Manmohan Choudhury would translate Vinobaji’s speeches 
into Oriya; Sri Anadi Nayak would take down his speeches, 
Mangala Munshi would take care of Vinobaji’s boarding as well 
as that of the marchers. Iswarlal Vyasji would accompany Vinobaji 
during the march. Bansidhar Malick would help with the cooking. 
Anadi Charan Das would get Vinobaji’s speeches cyclostyled and, 
for my part, I would take out the cream from the milk Vinobaji 
drank. It was also my duty to sing bhoodan songs at the meeting 
so as to make the crowd settle down, sing bhajans at Vinobaji’s 
prayer meetings and sing prayers in Oriya. Sri Surendranath Nayak 
was to look after the marchers. Gopabandhu Choudhary would 
remain in the midst of the marchers and inspire them to collect 
land gifts and village gifts. Ramadevi was to accompany the 
marchers and inspire the women participants to carry forward the 
bhoodan and gramdaan movements. Malati Devi’s job was to 
create awareness among the women workers. These eminent 
workers fanned all over Orissa and dedicated themselves to the 
task of collecting gifts of land. Vinobaji marched to Orissa from 
West Bengal via Lakshmanath. Alt workers joined his march. The 
Sarvaseva Sangh decided that the annual sarvodaya conference 
would be held in Orissa. Nabakrushna Choudhury was then the 
chief minister of Orissa. Apart from supervising the march, 
collecting land gifts, money, rice, jaggery, coconuts and other 
eatables was also the responsibility of Gopababu, Ramadevi, 
Malati Choudhury, Acharya Harihar Das, Krupasindhu Hota, 
Iswarlal Vyas and others. The march began. Vinobaji had plans to 
stay at Berhampur for two days. The voluntary gift of land and 
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the equal distribution of landed property took place in conformity 
with the principles of truth and non-violence in the presence of 
the Prime Minister, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru and under close 
supervision of revered Vinobaji. 


Gramdaan at Koraput 


Vinobaji marched from Ganjam to Koraput. The bhoodan- 
gramdaan movement had spread to even areas made inaccessible 
by hills, jungles and mountain passes. Roads were non- existent. 
The government was cutting down forests in order to lay roads. 
The marchers took the route which is now used for the bus service 
from Bhubaneswar to Koraput. When Vinobaji’s bhoodan 
marchers reached Koraput, adivasis came to his meetings, listened 
to his speeches and offered whole villages as gifts. The gramdaan 
movement was so spectacularly successful that it caused a stir in 
the whole world. Eminent leaders like Jaiprakash Narayan and 
Ashok Mehta came to Koraput to participate in Vinobaji’s march. 
The president of India, Dr. Rajendra Prasad was supposed to come 
to Andhra Pradesh on an official visit. He came by rail to a place 
called Terubali near Rayagada and expressed his desire to meet 
Vinobaji. Thousands of children and people came to see the two 
great leaders. They listened to Vinobaji’s message on bhoodan 
and gramdaan. His discourse on the Gita in Hindi and in Oriya 
translation sold in large numbers in meetings addressed by him. 
These books cost a rupee each. Since Vinobaji wrote, ‘Read it 
daily? on the first page of each copy, selling the books took a lot 
of time. Hundreds of freedom fighters and adivasi workers made 
the gramdaan so wide-spread that several villages voluntarily 
donated themselves. The outlook became so optimistic that it was 
declared during the march that by 1957, land will cease to be 
individual property. Poets composed songs on this theme and I 
sang them. 
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Everything will change by fifty seven 
O rich, get rid of your attachment to wealth. 
Then the marchers moved into Andhra Pradesh. Anadi 
Charan Das, Bansidhar Malik and I accompanied Vinobaji upto 
Rajamundhry. From there, the three of us returned to Koraput. 


I Become a Gramdaan Worker 


The gramdaan movement had spread widely in Koraput. 
We were now involved in the distribution of the lands donated 
among the landless, building up gramsabhas, resolving conflicts 
within villages, and prohibition. A huge meeting was organized 
to declare Koraput district as zilladan at a public meeting. Sri 
Sankar Rao Deo graced the meeting as the chief guest. Other 
important sarvodaya leaders attended the meeting. 

Redistribution and reconstruction work was initiated in 
Koraput under the guidance of Gopabandhu Choudhary, 
Ramadevi, Archarya Harihar Das, Krupasindhu Hota, Manmohan 
Choudhury, Malati Chaudhury and Nabakrushna Chaudhury. 
Annasaheb was sent by of Sarbaseva Sangh to begin the 
construction of gramdaan villages. Our workers were sent to do 
this work in different areas. 

Adivasi villages in Koraput are surrounded by dense forests 
and mountain passes. The adivasis were being exploited and 
cheated by the rich money-lenders of Andhra Pradesh, who took 
away their food grains. Government officials belonging to the 
police, forest and revenue departments also exploited the adivasis 
by frightening them. We gained first-hand experience of how 
exploitation took place in these areas by touring the villages and 
talking to the adivasis. Gopabandhu Choudhury and other leaders 
mentioned above held meetings and told the workers how adivasis 
could protest against various kinds of exploitation. We initiated a 
few measures and met with success. Sarvodaya leaders encouraged 
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us by undertaking padayatras. I worked in Padua and Anadi Das 
in Patangi, Krushna Singh in Similiguda and Buddhanath Malick 
in Nandapur. We were four dedicated volunteers working together 
in the Patangi assembly constituency. Goti was in practice here. 
The adivasis were cheated out of hundreds of rupees by the police 
and the forest officials, who scared them with threats of filing 
court cases against them and putting them in jail. Adivasis did not 
have money. They had no way out and had to borrow money from 
rich moneylenders to pay the police and the forester. The rich 
cheated the poor in many ways. 

If the poor borrowed a hundred rupees, at the end of the 
year they had to return hundred rupees along with a hundred gaunis 
of paddy or mandia. Or they had to return two hundred rupees at 
the end of the year. 

If they borrowed a hundred rupees this week, they had to 
pay two hundred rupees the next. If they borrowed 20 manas of 
paddy or mandia during the time of need, they were required to 
return 40 manas of paddy or mandia during the harvest. If these 
loans could not be paid back, they had to serve as bonded labourers 
at the moneylender’s house for a number of years. 

Due to the exponential increase in the interest rates, they 
had to serve as bonded labourers for generations. Even so they 
would not be able to repay the loan. 

Why do the adivasis take out loans? They borrow money 
in order to throw a feast to the bride’s relatives at the time of a 
wedding, give jhola or dowry to the bride’s parents, and, if they 
happened to be alcoholics, they borrowed money to buy liquor. If 
they could not repay the loan, they had to serve as bonded 
labourers. 

Once I went with an amin to a gramdaan village in order to 
distribute the land. An adivasi showed us the lease deed for his 
land. According to the deed, he had twenty-five acres of land - 
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twenty acres of high and five acres of cultivable land. We enquired 
whether all the twenty-five acres belonged to him. He replied that 
the produce from five acres of cultivable paddy field was being 
taken away by the sundhi moneylender of his village for the last 
ten years. We asked him, ‘Why is he doing this?’ He said, ‘Once 
we had a few guests at night and, because we didn’t have any 
vegetables at home, we bought five eggs to cook a curry for them. 
The moneylender did not ask me to pay for the eggs. I forgot to 
pay him. After two years, the moneylender sent for me and said, 
“You had taken five eggs, but you did not pay for them. Two 
years have passed. Those five eggs would have laid five hens, 
these five hens would in turn have laid twenty eggs each and given 
me one hundred hens.” When he did his calculations in this way, 
] had no way out. I had to give him my cultivable land for ten 
years. Now he gets hundred bags of paddy from my fields every 
year.’ On hearing this, we sent for the moneylender and asked 
him to tell us how much paddy he had already got from the land 
and demanded that he pay the Kondh whatever he owed to him. 
The moneylender returned the land to the Kondh and gave him 
five hundred rupees. We launched a movement against the practice 
of bonded labour. We gathered people who had been serving as 
bounded labourers for two or three generations, calculated the 
daily wages due to them, got the moneylenders to release them, 
and settled them on uncultivated lands and established colonies 
for them. Adivasis suffered great hardship due to the system of 
forced labour. The king of Jeypore would send for the adivasis 
and make them dig up ponds for periods stretching from fifteen 
days to one month. In villages, policemen, foresters, and revenue 
officers took firewood from the adivasis under this system. One 
day, we spotted thirty Kondhs each carrying a load of firewood 
on their heads to the forester’s house which lay ten miles away. 
Anadi and I asked them, ‘ Where are all the people of your village 
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going?’ They said, ‘We are taking firewood to the forester ’. We 
took the loads from them, and said to the adivasis, ‘Ours is a free 
country. Should bethi still continue? No. We shall carry your loads 
and walk with you up to the forester’s house.’ With great difficulty 
Anadi and I carried a load each and arrived at the forester’s house. 
On seeing me and Anadi babu, the forester got scared. He asked 
us, 

“Did you carry the loads?’ We said, “You have been making 
adivasis do forced labour and bring you firewood. We shall report 
this incident to the collector and to the higher authorities! The 
forester apologized for his conduct. Those days, one load of wood 
cost four annas. We asked the forester to pay for the wood, which 
he willingly did. From this time, the practice of forced labour 
was discontinued. 

The sub-inspector of Padua police station used to send a 
constable to different villages. This constable would pay two annas 
to the headman of the village and say; ‘Send a big goat having 
eight fingers long horns or else the inspector babu will be very 
cross with you.’ The headman of the village would call the 
villagers, buy a goat and send it to the police station. We went 
with the people of a village to give the goat to the inspector. Our 
action embarrassed the inspector. From that day onwards, this 
practice of forcing people to make the gift of a goat was also 
discontinued. We explained to the people at a meeting that the 
bethi system had been abolished. No one should therefore pay 
firewood or gift of goats by way of bethi. 

Foresters and the police lodged false cases against adivasis 
and made them go to law courts. When the adivasis reached the 
courts and wanted to write an application, the writer of petitions 
would tell them that there were three kinds of paper: If you write 
on a sheet of white paper, the sahib would only glance at it. This 
would cost them fifty rupees. The other kind of paper was slightly 
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yellowish. If an application was written on it, the sahib would 
read it with a little more attention. This would cost hundred rupees. 
There was yet another kind of coloured paper. If one wrote on 
this, the sahib would promptly send for you and sort out your 
problems. This would cost two hundred rupees. They would not 
have to keep running to the court. And their work would be over 
in one hearing or two’. And the adivasi would say, ‘Babu, I give 
you two hundred rupees, write on this coloured paper and dispose 
of my case quickly.’ The petition writers cheated in many ways at 
law courts. We called a meeting and explained to the adivasis that 
applications are written only on sheets of white paper. The petition 
writers talk of different coloured papers to cheat the advasis. Thus, 
we brought an end to this practice. 

We created awareness among the adivasis against the 
exploitation taking place in all fields. Rich moneylenders and 
government officers now united to turn the adivasis against us. 
They said, ‘These bhoodan workers have snatched your lands 
away. They will dole out rice to you. The whole village will cook 
at one place. These people do not recognise caste or religion. They 
will make you all eat off one leaf. They will sell your wives and 
daughters in places like Cuttack and Puri and so on.’ Moneylenders 
had been giving out loans to these adivasis for hundreds of years 
during their times of need. They therefore paid heed to what the 
moneylender said to them. Some of them opposed our bhoodan- 
gramdaan work. However, we patiently explained everything to 
them with the help of our adivasi volunteers. The villagers 
understood the evil motives of the moneylenders and government 
officers and extended their support to the bhoodan programme. 

We set up co-operative banks in several villages. We set 
apart land at the foot of the hills for the whole community and got 
this cultivated collectively. We joined them in ploughing the land, 
and loosening the soil with spades. Hundreds of bags of paddy 
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and mandia were harvested. These were stored in a community 
grain bank. In this way, we succeeded in dissuading people from 
borrowing from moneylenders. 


Bhoodan Workers?’ Allowances Discontinued 


In 1957, Vinobaji announced that bhoodan workers would 
work independently of any organizational set-up and they would 
receive no allowances. They would be supported by the people 
they worked for. Earlier, we used to get a little financial assistance. 
Now even that was stopped. We wondered how we would get by. 
Some workers left us. On Mangala mausi’s advice, | kept a smal! 
earthen pot called sarvodaya pot in every house in Rayagada. | 
requested them to ask their small children to put a handful of rice 
in it. We would empty it once in a month and we would live by it. 
We supported ourselves with great difficulty, but continued to do 
our work. 

There was a small adivasi village called Debatiguda about 
15 kilometers away, which is surrounded by forests, mountains 
and mountain passes. A small champa tree got blown down by 
the wind. An adivasi from this village made a doorframe from the 
wood of the tree. The forester sent for him, threatened to punish 
him by filing a lawsuit and took Rs 500/- from him without giving 
him a money receipt. When the villager narrated this incident to 
us, we requested him again and again to return the said amount to 
the adivasi. As he did not listen to us, we wrote an application to 
his senior .officer, the ranger. The latter appointed a date for 
conducting an inquiry. On the appointed day, about 300 adivasis 
from neighbouring villages assembled. I presented myself along 
with Anadi Das, Buddhanath Malik, Rajkishore Jena and fifteen 
other worker. It was established in the course of the inquiry that 
the forester had taken money without giving a receipt. Action was 
to be initiated against him. Those who had come from far could 
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not go back home, as it was already getting dark. They stayed at 
Kulabiri, a village nearby. A rich man belonging to Padua village 
cleverly made me, Anadi babu, Rajkishore babu, and a local worker 
Dhania Badanayak sit on his verandah and talked to us about the 
inquiry till 8 o’clock at night. It was a dark night. We carried a 
lantern. We crossed the village bridge. We did not know that the 
rich people and officials had hired hooligans from Andhra to 
assault us. After we had walked half a imile past the village, the 
hooligans came out of their hiding place in the bushes and rained 
blows on the four of us. First, they broke the lantern we were 
carrying, and then they started beating us in the dark. | fended the 
blows with my bedroll. They went on landing blows on it. 1 took 
out the torch from my bag. They hit me on my hand. A finger in 
my left hand started bleeding. The torch fell. I suddenly 
remembered the strong cane handle of my umbrella hanging from 
my shoulder. I struck one with the curved end of the handle. At 
the same time all four of us cried loudly for help. We were also 
trying to resist our attackers. When I hit out at them, they left me 
and attacked Anadi babu, Rajkishore babu and Dhania Badanayak. 
Anadi babu was trying to shield his head from the blows raising 
his hands. Dhaniya Badanayaka cried, “O Father! I’m getting 
killed. O Father, I’m getting killed’. Rajkishore babu tried to ward 
off the blows. I ran after the hooligans hitting them with my 
umbrella handle and crying loudly, ‘Whoever is there, save us 
from the hooligans’. The turn the events took made the hooligans 
run away. All four of us were badly wounded and bleeding. We 
went to village Kulabiri. People who were cooking their food there, 
saw us and were very anxious for us. About a hundred people 
took us to the hospital in Padua and gave us first aid. We filed a 
report at the police station. These officials and the rich people 
had hired the hooligans to beat us. Why should they do anything 
if we complained to them? With such thoughts filling our heads, 
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we went ahead with our work. 

Let me narrate another incident relating to the year 1962. 
The adivasis usually till land lying at the foot of hills and grow 
crops like mandia, suan etc. The government sought to implement 
a project involving hundreds of thousands of rupees, the objective 
of which was to prevent the erosion of fertile soil. A soil 
conservation assistant was to stay at Padua to do the work. It was 
announced that the adivasis would get three rupees a day, if they 
helped in building a ridge five feet long and three feet high. Surveys 
were carried out by the soil conservation department. Everyone 
from adivasi families—wives, sons and daughters—worked in the 
project and earned about one hundred and fifty rupees per day. 
After thirty days, seeing that the adivasis had earned so much 
money, the greedy officials planned to dupe them. They announced 
that the government had decided to pay one rupee instead of three 
rupees for building the ridge. When the adivasis informed me of 
this, I went with them to Padua to enquire about the matter. I 
asked the assistant, ‘After thirty days, why have the wages been 
brought down suddenly from three rupees for every five feet to 
one rupee? Kindly show me the government order.’ The assistant 
seemed confused and talked to me as if he was trying to win me 
over. I sensed from this that he was lying. He said to me, ‘Let the 
adivasis go. I will talk to you alone later’. I sent the adivasi youths 
away and stayed back. With an intention to win me over to his 
side, the assistant gave me sweets and said, ‘Babu why do you let 
these adivasis influence you? You come from our part of the state. 
You should be on our side.” 1 replied, “* Listen, they toil in the 
scorching sun, carrying huge boulders. Their real wage is three 
hundred rupees, pay them their wage as you used to. If you don’t 
do this, the matter will be taken to the collector and the chief 
minister and you wil! get into trouble and lose your job.’ After 
saying this, I got the adivasi men and women together’ and 
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explained the matter to them. They said, ‘We have constructed 
the ridge doing labour worth eight thousand rupees. Ask them to 
give us our wages.’ I went to the surveyor and the assistant and 
said, ‘The adivasis claim eight thousand that you owe to them.” 
The surveyor and the assistant replied that their wages came to 
three to four thousand rupees. I said, that if measurements were 
taken, everything would become clear. When measurements were 
taken it was found that the adivasis deserved seven thousand rupees 
as their wages. This was mentioned on a white paper. The assistant 
and said, ‘From where shall we get so much money? We have 
spent the money in different ways. We can give you only five 
thousand rupees.’ The adivasis said, ‘All right. Add only three 
hundred rupees to the amount. The assistant agreed. They promised 
to pay the amount within ten days. A deed of contract was duly 
signed by me, the assistant, the surveyor and seven adivasi young 
men. A copy was given to the assistant. The adivasis kept one 
copy and I kept another. I informed my co-workers and Malati 
Chaudhury of this development. 

Word spread that the officials were trying to dupe the 
adivasis after making them work on a project. It reached the chief 
officer of fisheries and soil conservation. He called for the assistant 
and said, “ A bhoodan worker has brought you and our department 
bad name saying we cheat adivasis. Take the signed deed from 
him by hook or by crook and destroy it. They will not be able to 
prove anything. Our department will be saved from disgrace.’ The 
assistant sent for me and said, ‘Nishakar babu, your deed does not 
match ours. You bring the deed to our office. We’ll compare it 
with ours and pay you the money.’ I thought to myself, ‘This looks 
like a trick. If I come alone bearing the contract, they will surely 
snatch it away from me’. I said, ‘The adivasis have toiled hard; 
they will take their wages. So I will not come alone. I shat! bring 
them with me.’ The assistant said, ‘You can bring only two of 
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them. But they will not be allowed into the office. We shall tally 
the deeds inside our office. 1°11 consult the adivasis and come’, I 
replied. I went to the soil conservation officer taking ten adivasis 
with me. I tried to warn them, “If the assistant tries to snatch away 
our deed, get up immediately and hold him tight and say, ‘If you 
tear our paper or snatch it away, we’Il kill you and demolish this 
building’”. I went with them to the officer. The assistant said, 
“You alone can come with the deed into the office, where we shall 
tally the data’. I said, ‘The money is theirs. If they do not go 
inside, I will not go alone. We will go back.’ The assistant was 
forced to allow all of them inside. I made the adivasis sit near me. 
1 could see a surveyor wandering aimlessly near the window. | 
grew suspicious. The assistants sat on a chair near the window 
and asked me to sit on the side of the window and asked me to 
match the numbers. I held the deed tight in my hands, and read 
out the numbers. Suddenly, the assistant seized the deed and tried 
to take it from my hands. The adivasis grabbed the assistant’s 
hand and shouted, “Leave the paper. If it gets torn we will finish 
you’. The assistant was scared. He let me go. We all came back 
saying, ‘If you do not pay Rs. 5,300/- tomorrow by 10 o’clock, 
we will be forced to inform the chief minister, the collector and 
Srimati Malati Choudhuri.’ The assistant was forced to pay Rs. 
5,300/- to the adivasis the very next day. We distributed the amount 
among the adivasis. This was one of the biggest achievements of 
my life. 

Shri Narayan Sahu was a forester. He came to Padua and 
inspected the villages. He found that adivasis collected wood from 
the jungle during the months of Chaitra and Baisakha. During the 
rainy season, they used their wood to cook their meals. The forester 
declared, “You have cut so much wood from the forest. I am the 
king of the jungle. You will have to pay Rs. 100/- per family, 
otherwise I shall file law-suits against you and send you to jail.’ 
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He threatened them. He was as good as his words. He got an adivasi 
from Goluru village arrested, kept him in jail for two days and 
released him on bail. Fear of the forester spread like wild fire and 
the forester managed to make four to five thousand rupees from 
us the villages in this manner. The adivasis told me, ‘The forester 
is extorting money from us without giving a receipt’. On hearing 
this, I toured many villages, ascertained the facts, and I gathered 
information on the amount of money collected from each village. 
I collected evidence relating to exploitation and torture. Adivasis 
were bound up, beaten and tortured in many ways to make them 
pay. We called about four thousand adivasis at the Padua weekly 
market and held a meeting. We all went to the forester’s office in 
a procession and people spoke on the misdeeds of the forester. I 
published a report in the local daily, the Janshakha and revealed 
how much money was taken from each village, how many adivasis 
had been assaulted and dragged to the courts of law. The forester 
became furious and lodged around forty false cases against me, 
the adivasis and other workers. He also filed a defamation suit 
against me and Lakshmi Chandra Dash, freedom fighter and editor 
of the Janshaka demanding ten thousand rupees. The adivasis, 
volunteers and I were tired of running to the court. I wrote to 
Ramadevi about all these developments and the tedium of going 
to the law court and spending a lot of money on fighting the cases. 
She wrote back asking me to go to Cuttack. On her advice, I wrote 
an application to the chief conservator, Padarabinda Mahapatra, 
mentioning the amount of money that had been collected from 
each village. I gave it to him along with a letter from Ramadevi 
and spoke to him about the injustice meted out to the villagers. 
Padarabinda Mohapatra conducted an inquiry through the D.F.O., 
Raygada and the forester was dismissed from his job. The forester 
set up a business in Koraput to make a living. We won all the false 
cases. But we had to spend a lot of money running to the law 
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courts. Ramadevi’s letter and Padarabinda babu’s prompt action 
brought an end to the oppression of the advasis. 


I Marry an Adivasi Girl 


In 1957, a girl, who had lost both her parents, was working 
with us in the bhoodan-gramdaan movement. Her name was 
Saradevi. Her brothers and sisters wanted ime to get married to 
her. We got married in Raygada. But, only a year after our marriage, 
she died of fever in Koraput hospital. 

In 1959, I worked in a village, which lay on the Andhra- 
Orissa border Sariaput and other neighboring areas. In Sariaput, 
about thirty Kondh, Paraja and Dora families lived on a hill. These 
were quite clever people, and were ahead of adivasis living in 
other villages in every field. The village also had a well-stocked 
community grain bank. With the help of the villagers, I built a 
house for myself close to the house of the village headman. Those 
days, adivasi boys and girls were given education and training in 
spinning at a centre near Raygada under the auspices of sarvoday 
organization. Along with other girls, I sent a girl called Radhamani 
to this training centre. After completing two years of training here, 
Radhamani started working at the Sariaput Spinning Centre. She 
also went to work in other centres, along with other girls. This 
village had a school. A teacher from the school wanted to marry 
Radhamani and sent a marriage proposal to her father. He was an 
adivasi and was secretary of the village panchayat. He sent his 
proposal through the girl’s uncle. After the death of my first wife, 
whenever I thought of remarriage, Radhamani came to my mind. 
Her father worked with us as a sarvodaya worker. He was well 
aware of my habits, my character, my sense of discipline and 
dedication. He remained quiet about this proposal and did not say 
anything to anybody. One day, when Radhamani was alone at 
home, I spoke to her about my feelings. She said, ‘Our village 
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people have already started jokingly calling me Nishakarani’. In 
adivasi language this meant, one desirous of marrying Nishakar.’ 
I said to her, “Yes, you tell them “I shall marry Nishakar.” 
Radhamani said, ‘My uncle is keen on the secretary’s proposal. I 
hear that the village teacher has spoken to my father’. ‘Whatever 
you want will happen’, I remarked. Persuading someone to marry 
you is an accepted custom among adivasis. After a lot of 
persuasion, she said, ‘Yes. | am willing to marry you, but it is 
your responsibility to convince my father’. I said, “I shall get him 
to agree to this proposal. By and by, everyone came to know about 
the matter. Some seniors working with me were opposed to the 
idea of my marrying someone belonging to the place of my work. 
I found myself in a fix as I had given my word to Radhamani. 
Biswanath Pattnaik is a dedicated sarvodaya worker. He is 
respected by one and all. He is a freedom fighter and a celibate 
and also works for the adivasis. Adivasis of Koraput called him 
‘master’. ‘Master? will surely support my marriage to Radhamani’, 
I thought. He lived in a far-off ashram at Kujendri in Gunupur. I 
wrote to him, ‘Help me in getting married to Radhamani’. As 
soon as he received my letter, ‘master’ undertook a long and 
arduous journey on foot. He passed through dense forests and 
came to Sariaput. He took me to Radhamani’s father, Nilambar 
Khar. ‘Nilambar, | ask you to give Radhamani in marriage to 
Nisahkar’, master said. My would-be father-in -law replied, “If 
Radhamani wants to marry Nishakar, and Nishakar wants to marry 
her, I have no objection.’ Radha’s parents, Radha and I sat together 
with Biswanath master. He asked Radha, “It will be good if you 
marry Nishakar,’ Radhamani replied, * Yes. Master, I want to marry 
him.’ I too gave my consent. They asked me what my caste was. I 
said I was a pana vaishnava.’ The matter ended there. As per their 
custom, they gave a feast of plain rice and dal at the time wedding. 
No one took fish, meat or alcohol. I never take meat, eggs, tea, 
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coffee or soft drinks. When I visit high officials, I take only lemon 
water or lassi or milk. From 1955 onwards, I toured Koraput on 
bhoodan work for about 25 days a month. Wherever 1 went, I 
cooked my own food. People observed my habits and ways and 
my character and never enquired about my caste. 


The Harijans of Koraput 


I am a pana vaishanva by caste. But there are no harijans 
belonging to the vaishnav sect in Koraput. Domb, ghasi, reli castes 
live here. There are two or three domb families in every adivasi 
village. They stay near the village headman and do his bidding. 
When a government servant or a stranger comes to the village, 
the headman gets the barik to assemble the villagers. Every village 
has a barik/chalana .If a guest or an officer comes to the village, it 
is the duty of the chalana to ask him about the purpose of his visit 
and to make arrangements for his lodging and boarding. Adivasis 
do not hate people from Cuttack. A few people, who have migrated 
from Ganjam, hate people from Cuttack and instill hatred for them 
in the minds of adivasis. I am a Cuttackia but no adivasi ever 
expressed his dislike for me by calling me a Cuttackia. If anyone 
ill-treats them, they call him a Cuttackia. 

The dombs, relis, ghasis are very clever. They do not own 
any land. They employ clever business tricks and manage to live 
well. Ghasis and relis also steal. When adivasis thresh paddy, 
dombs and relis go to the barn and beg for grains. They also 
cleverly commit theft in the weekly markets. They come in groups 
of eight or ten. Adivasis sell cash crops in the weekly market and 
keep thousands of rupees in their pockets. A Ghasi watches them 
closely and suddenly snatch money from their pockets and pass it 
on to another. He in turn passes it to a third man and so on. If an 
adivasi is strong enough to catch the thief, the latter transfers the 
money to a second man and, in the blink of an eye, the money is 
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passed around and lost. It is not found in the hand of the first 
thief. Then the gang of thieves beat up the adivasi. That is why 
adivasis are mortally afraid of ghasis and relis. 

Let me narrate an incident I have witnessed myself. In 
village Nandapur, there lived a ghasi called Jai. He was called Jai 
ghasi. He was a tall, strong, fat man and had a big moustache. 
Adivasis were terribly scared of him. Whenever he came to the 
village, the villagers would close their doors and run into the jungle. 
It was better to be eaten by a tiger than to fall into the hands of Jai 
ghasi because he could do them whatever he wanted. We saw 
how arrogant he was and the sarvodaya workers united the villagers 
against him and humbled him. That is why Jai ghasi was afraid of 
us. 

M. Karim, a dark, huge and tall man joined as sub-inspector 
at the Padua police station. He was a big, dark-complexioned and 
strong man. The very sight of him terrified adivasis. We were 
busy at the time to set up community grain banks in gramdaan 
villages, and implement there programmes such as spinning, 
weaving, prohibition, settling disputes in the villages. If there was 
a brewery in some village, we tried to persuade people to give up 
drinking liquor. When sub-inspector Karim babu saw what we 
were doing, he reacted with contempt and invited sundhi families 
from Andhra Pradesh and built fifteen breweries in border villages. 
He extracted a thousand rupees from each brewery every month 
and did not listen to anyone’s objections. This became a matter of 
concern for villagers as well as sarvodaya workers. The police 
and revenue departments made a fat profit from the brewery 
business. The people of Andhra and Orissa, who were addicted to 
liquor, got a good opportunity to indulge themselves. 

A huge distillery was established in a decent border village 
called Baliaguda. Drunkards came and used verandas in the village 
as toilets and left them dirty. The villagers dared not complain to 
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the police, the forester and the revenue officer, and therefore 
approached us for help. Some of our co-workers, the village 
shantisena and the village headman decided at a meeting that we 
would gherao this distillery and force it to close down. While 
about a hundred member of the shantisena encircled the brewery, 
we wrote out an application to the police asking them to seize the 
drum containing liquor. The owner of the brewery filed a complaint 
at the police station. The inspector said, “I shall shoot Nishakar’. 
This made me anxious. There was a hundred litres of liquor in the 
drum. The brewery was closed. Selling and drinking of liquor 
had been stopped. The sub-inspector heard everything about our 
organisation. He said to the head constable, “ You send a message 
through the sub-inspector or a constable that there is no one at the 
police station. If liquor is brought over to the police station, we?’I! 
file a case against whoever brings it.’ Saying this, he took leave 
and went off to Visakhapatna. | asked my co-workers to keep a 
close watch on the brewery and reported the matter to the collector 
of Koraput. The collector asked the excise superintendent to seize 
the liquor. After all these events took place, the inspector filed a 
lot of false cases against us. I collected evidence on all his unjust 
ways, a list of illegal distilleries set up by him and the money he 
had made through these. I took these to Bhubaneswar. Sri Nilamani 
Routray was then the chief minister and Sri Harishchandra 
Buxipatra was a cabinet minister. Nilamani babu handed my 
application to Harish babu and said, “You are from Koraput. You 
look into this matter.” Harishchanddra Buxipatra immediately 
transferred the sub-inspector to Malkangiri. The sub-inspector tried 
very hard get his transfer cancelled and stay on at Padua. He spent 
about thirty thousand rupees but failed. All the false cases filed 
against us were dismissed. 

Another incident happened during 1975, the year 
Emergency was declared. The moneylenders and government 
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officials got together to conspire against me. They told a notorious 
domb youth, “You will be paid five thousand rupees if you kill 
Nishakar.” I came to know of this and became cautious. One day, 
I went out riding a bicycle around five in the evening to procure 
some paddy chaff that I needed for planting a few coconut saplings. 
By the time I finished collecting the chaff, it had got dark. This 
young man calied Minan Swami, who lived in Gummaguda, was 
waiting to kill me. He was waiting for me behind the bushes, a 
cudgel in hand, on the path which I would take. As I came closer 
to his hiding place, he sprang out raising the cudgel. I threw the 
bi-cycle and caught hold of it. A scuffle followed. I pulled at the 
cudgel with all my strength and he also did the same. I explained 
to him, “‘See you belong to a good family. Your father is a teacher. 
You are a good boy. Who taught you to do such a cruel deed? 1am 
sure you don’t want to do this. Look, there is no one around. This 
is a jungle. If your strength exceeds mine, you will kill me, and if 
my strength exceeds yours, I will kill you. It is getting dark”. At 
that time the almighty made him see light. He said, “Let go of the 
stick, leave the stick. I will not hit you.” Swiftly 1 let go of the 
stick and picked up my bi-cycle ready to charge at him. Should he 
choose to strike me, I would throw my bi-cycle at him and subdue 
him. But he had undergone a change of heart. He ran away. | was 
saved this time. | had heard that this man wanted to murder me. It 
came out to be true. All the same, I pledged to dedicate my life to 
the service of the adivasis and people belonging to the weaker 
sections of society. 

The incident | am going to narrate took place about thirty 
year ago. 1 had been to Cuttack to attend a meeting. I told 
Ramadevi, “As per your instructions, I roam around the villages 
surrounded by hills and forests. We are unable to get any news of 
what is going on in the world outside and we live like blind men.” 
She asked me, “What do you want?” I said, “If you could arrange 
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to send a copy of the daily Samaj to me, we could learn a great 
deal about what is happening in the country and the world, and 
this could raise awareness among the adivasis. It would also help 
us develop our mental faculties.” Ramadevi looked at me for a 
while, thought for sometime and said, “Nishakar, you have raised 
a good point. But the sarvodaya organization does not have much 
money. We collect donations from people in order to run the Gram 
Swaraj Movement.” Then she added, “You can do something. 1°11 
give you a letter. You go to the Samaj office and give it to 
Radhanath babu.” I happily took the letter to the Samaj office. I 
gave it to Radhanath babu and paid my respects to him. After 
reading Ramadevi’s letter, Babuji looked up at me and, said, “I’ve 
heard that you are doing very good work in Koraput. You’il 
certainly receive a free copy of the Samaj from this day onwards.” 
I felt very happy. I came back and conveyed the good news to 
Ramadevi. She felt very happy, too. I still receive the Samaj daily 
and get news about the world. This helps raise awareness among 
the adivasis. Radhanath babu followed the example of his mentor, 
Pandit Gopabandhu by writing against acts of the injustice and 
oppression. I used to sing the following bhajan to Vinobaji during 
prayer sessions: 

Where there are only tears, 

O Lord, lead me to that very place 

I shall wipe the tears 

O Lord, lead me to that very place 

Where someone finds life a burden 

Where laughter has been silenced 

Where life is no different from death. 

Take me to that very place, Lord 

So that I shall wipe the tears from the eyes 

of those stricken with grief 

I shall tell one who suffers 
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Listen my friend 

Take whatever god has given me 

And give me your tears. 

Radhanath babu ted a life animated by this ideal. 


Opposition to the Bhoodan Movement 


The bhoodan-gramdaan movement spread rapidly in 
Koraput. Hundreds of local people as well as workers who came 
from outside worked with great enthusiasm. Programmes like 
distribution of land to the landless, constitution of gramsabhas, 
settling disputes within villages and dissuading people from going 
to law courts, prohibition, etc were carried out. We succeeded in 
every sphere and led the villages towards gramswaraj. It may 
surprise one if he is informed that few villagers from Padua ever 
went to the police station. No dispute was settled there. Hundreds 
of disputes in villages where bhoodan workers lived were settled 
in the villages themselves. Such a situation prevailed from 1957 
to 1963. 

Since gramdaan took place on such a large scale, the 
Government of Orissa enacted a legislation regarding bhoodan- 
gramdaan. A Bhoodan jojana was worked out. The law gave 
tahsildars the right to conduct inquires into gramadaan. It was 
decided that, in gramdaan villages, the landed and the landless 
would together form a gramsabha. The landed people would lease 
their land to the gramdaan workers. The latter would write a 
donation deed mentioning the survey plot number etc. and take 
the signature of the donor. The deed read as follows: This land 
has been donated and I do not have any rights over the land. No 
one can sell the land. It can be cultivated only by the villagers. 
Those who were landless got a small plot of land under this 
programme. A copy of all the deeds and papers relating to the 
distribution of land would be given to the tahsildar by the bhoodan 
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worker. The tahsildar would then issue a notice to all the donors. 
He would specify the date, time and place of the inquiry to the 
people concerned and also to the bhoodan worker. 

Some of the tahsildars and revenue supervisors were 
opposed to gramdaan. They thought that, after gramdaan, they 
would have no power over the villages. They would not be able to 
cheat villagers. One day, a tahsildar issued a notice to people of 
about five villages saying that he would conduct an inquiry at 10 
a.m. | went along with our amin and a few local adivasi workers 
to the camp-court of the tahsildar. But before we went, the revenue 
supervisor had told the villagers that the tahsildar sahib would 
conduct the inquiry at eight o’clock and that they were required 
to be there at that time. Accordingly, villagers reached the spot at 
eight o’clock. The tahsildar said to them, “If you give away your 
land to the bhoodan workers, they will take away all your land. 
You will have no claim over it. The government will not give you 
any loan. The bhoodan workers, will sell your land off and flee to 
Cuttack’. The villagers got scared. They said, * No, sir, we will 
not give our land to bhoodan workers.’ 1 arrived there with our 
amin and other workers at nine 9 o’clock and learnt that the 
tahsildar had come there earlier and had frightened the villagers. 
I went to the tahsildar and said, “You asked us to come at ten. But 
you came at eight, and you have scared these innocent people. By 
saying that bhoodan workers will take away their land, you have 
acted against the bhoodan movement.’ I called the villagers and 
said to them, ‘Bring a spade and a crowbar and dig this earth and 
load it into his jeep. Let’s see how much land he can take away!” 
This left the tahsildar embarrassed. 

Opposition to bhoodan caused serious concern among the 
workers and leaders of the movement. A large number of 
government officials turned hostile to bhoodan. Village 
reconstruction organizations, gramsabha, unity in villages, 
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spinning, khadi industry, land gifts, government aid for procuring 
ploughs, bullocks, and maintenance of land and the distribution 
of spades, and crowbars by Tata company at the initiative of 
Loknayak Jayprakash put an end to all kinds of injustice, cruelty 
and exploitation perpetrated by the officials as well as the traders. 
Till 1972-73, villages remained united and self -dependent. 

Around this time, some important bhoodan workers and 
leaders left Koraput. Great leaders like Gopa babu, and a few 
other important workers passed away. A number of activists set 
up voluntary agencies and withdrew themselves from the bhoodan 
movement. A few committed local adivasi activists died. After 
the Emergency, the influence of the government machinery, the 
traders and political parties grew to such an extent that they misled 
the clever and selfish elements among young men in villages and 
used them as instruments to wreck village-level organizations. 
When allowances were stopped, several activists went their own 
ways. Only a very few activists like me remained. The movement 
lost its momentum. For example, the landless used to cultivate 
land, which had been donated to them. The revenue officials now 
instigated the descendants of the donors to take their land back. 
The touts gained control over the community banks and ruined 
them. Injustice and lawlessness became widespread. The number 
of selfish people in politics grew so large that falsehood, injustice, 
theft, dacoity, loot, murder, alcoholism combined to ruin villages. 
However, community banks still survive in a few villages. 

The untouchable community has changed its habits, customs 
and dress since my childhood. But the intolerant, conservative 
attitude of the other castes in society has caused the infamous 
barriers dividing castes to grow stronger in villages in all fields. 
Last year, I went to our village, Singhapur. I heard from children 
that the harijans are still not allowed to get a hair-cut at the hair- 
cutting shops in the bazaar. However, young men from the 
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untouchable community and those belonging to other castes sit 
together and eat. But the fear ingrained within the upper castes 
has kept caste prejudices alive. 

Since the sarvodaya organisation discontinued the practice 
of paying allowances to its workers in 1957, | have been living on 
donations from people. A1l old activists are dead. Politics has made 
the lives of adivasis miserable. People no longer donate money as 
they used to earlier. It is becoming increasingly difficult to survive 
on donations. The activists of the office in Thoriasahi at Cuttack 
live exclusively on donations. Ramadevi and, later Manmohan 
bhai, collected donations to help some of them whenever possible. 
But now the situation of these activists is not good. In Cuttack, 
people donate on a monthly or on an annual basis. Here, in the 
villages, I used to support myself and a few others by collecting 
gifts of food grains. Every house in the gramdan villages gave 
one gauni of paddy or mandia in the months of Magha and Phaguna 
when they gathered in the harvest from their fields. One gauni 
equals three kilograms. The grains would last us a year. The young 
men in villages do not donate food grains any more. On account 
of this difficult financial situation, I could not arrange private 
tuitions for my children and all my three sons and two daughters 
failed the matriculation examination. Sarvodaya activists were 
jailed during the Emergency. The police and CID did not allow 
me to go anywhere. Realising how difficult my life had become, 
Ramadevi sent my eldest son to the Baji Raut hostel at Angul. 
And my elder daughter studied at Satyabhamapur. But they failed 
the matriculation examination. My younger daughter and the other 
two sons also failed this examination. Now I try to earn my 
livelihood by cultivating the seven acres of highland inside the 
ashram premises with the help of my three sons. I borrow money 
to raise crops. - 

Gopabandhu Chaudhury, Ramadevi, Manmohan bhai, 
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Chuni apa, Sarat Guruji, Malati Chaudhury, Nabakrushna 
Chaudhury have made me what | am today. Most of them are 
dead. Their love and blessings still guide me and, till the end of my 
life, I shall go on working for the sarvodaya movement and for 
establishing gram swaraj. This is the goal I have set myself. I 
have recounted some of the important events of my life. In spite 
of all the difficulties I face, I continue the struggle. As a sarvodaya 
activist I have discharged my duties with sincerity from the 
beginning till today. 


ଙ ଙି ଓ 
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Glossary 


Abadhana A village schoolmaster 
Amin A land surveyor 

Bauri : Untouchable caste 
Bethi : Forced labour 


Bhoodan movement: A movement led by eminent Gandhian 
Vinoba Bhave aimed at persuading 
landlords to make gifts of land to the 


landless 


Chatsali A village school 

Dal A dish made from pulses 
Dhoba Washerman 

Ganja Cannabis 

Gauni A unit of measurement of grain 
Gokhas Untouchable castes 

Goti Bonded labour 

Gramdaan A gift of a village 

Grama debati Village goddess 

Gramasabha Meeting of villagers 
Gramswaraj Self-rule of the village 

Gudia Sweetmeat maker 

Haat A village market 

Handia An intoxicating drink 

Harijan The term Gandhi used to refer 


to untouchables 
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Jajamans Clients 


Jhola Dowry 

Jojana Plan 

Kandara : An untouchable caste 

Khanja : Wing of a house 

Padayatra A tour on foot 

Palia Member of a chorus 

Panas An untouchable caste 

Prasad Food offered to gods 
Purbasprushya People who were earlier untouchables 
Radhi An untouchable caste 

Sabarnas Caste Hindus 

Salapa An intoxicating drink 

Sankirtan Group singing of devotional songs 
Sarvodaya A Gandhian movement aiming at 


peaceful social and economic 
transformation 


Seer A unit of measurement of grain 
Shantisena Peace soldiers 
Tanti Weaver caste 
Teli Oilman caste 
Vaishnava A religious sect 
Zilladaan Gift of a district 

ଡି 

57 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


READ MORE IN RUPANTAR 
Prayers and Reflections 


Selections from Bhima Bhoi’s Stuti Chintamani 
translated into English. 
Translator: Siddharth Satpathy 


Bhima Bhoi, a tribal poet, was the most popular leader of a 
dissenting socio-religious movement that positioned itself against 
the upper echelons of feudal society in late nineteenth century 
Orissa. Prayers and Reflections presents a collection of devotional 
compositions which are autobiographical in nature. In these, the 
poet’s intense personal experiences of the divine and of the 
referential world come together in the construction of a variety of 
self-images: defiant, contemptuous of traditional authority, intensely 
anxious, sorrowful and at the same time full of hope, universal 
compassion and piety. Through these Bhima Bhoi also narrativizes 
the troubled history of an embattled community. 


Siddharth Satpathy teaches English at Shivaji College, Delhi 
University. At present he is pursuing a Ph.D. at the University of 
Chicago, USA. His areas of interest include early modern Indian 
intellectual history, medieval Oriya literature and public culture. 


Rs.250.00 
$ 20.00 ISBN 81-901759-1-2 
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READ MORE IN RUPANTAR 


English translation of a Bangla novel Udishyara 
Chitra published 

in 1903. 

Translator: Himansu Sekhar Sarkar 


Udishyara Chitra sets out to rigorously map a social world 
using certain fictional devices although it is a Bangla novel, it remains 
an indispensable source-book for every student of Orissan society, 
history and culture. It seeks to paint a picture of contemporary 
Oriya society and present a gallery of lively characters. Jatindra 
Mohan’s attitude to Oriya society is detached and objective, and 
yet deeply sympathetic. The impulse to explain, to describe, not to 
criticise, dominates his narrative. What really sets the book apart, 
makes it unique is its refusal to glorify the Bengali influence on 
Oriya society and culture. On occasions, he even laments the 
absence of certain institutions in Bengal, institutions such as 
Bhagabat rooms which vitalize and nourish Oriya culture. 


Himansu Sekhar Sarkar was Member, Orissa Public Service 
Commission. His publications include True Gods and False Gods. 


Rs. 180.00 
$ 10.00 ISBN 81-901759-2-0 
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READ MORE IN RUPANTAR 
Stories 


English translation of selected short stories by 
Souribandhu Kar 
Translator: Supriya Kar 


The stories in this collection are linked by a preoccupation 
with the frailty of human nature. They depict the life of ordinary 
people who are caught in the prosaic struggle for existence. 
Focusing on ordinary situations in the lives of these people, they 
reveal envy, hypocrisy, selfishness and vanity. They depict the 
petty limitations, the dissimulations and pretensions inherent at 
different levels of society. The poor characters whose existences 
are governed by a desperation to keep up appearances people the 
stories. 


Souribandhu Kar was born in 1948. He has published five 
collections of short stories, six biographies and five essay collections. 
He is a well-known columnist. At present, he is the General 
Secretary, All India Trade Union Congress, Orissa. 


Supriya Kar teaches English at the College of Engineering 
and Technology, Bhubaneswar. 


Rs.70.00 
$ 6.00 ISBN 81-901759-3-9 
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READ MORE IN RUPANTAR 
Meeting the Mahatma 


Excerpts from autobiographies relating to Gandhi’s 
visits to Orissa 
Editor: Jatindra K. Nayak 


Gandhi visited Orissa on as many as seven occasions. In 
fact, his celebrated journey on foot for the cause of Harijans started 
from Orissa. During his tours through Orissa, he attracted very 
large crowds and established a direct contact with the people and 
the landscape. He left an indelible impression on the minds of 
thousands of ordinary people who followed him and traveled a 
long distance to just to have a glimpse of him. This book compiles 
personal narratives written by people in Orissa who came in contact 
with Gandhi during his many visits to the province. These narratives 
reveal his impish humour, his almost fanatic attention to detail and 
the depth of his feeling for the downtrodden and the dispossessed. 


Jatindra K. Nayak teaches English at Utkal University. He 
won the Hutch-Crossword Indian Language Fiction Translation 
award in 2004. 


Rs 150.00 
$ 10.00 ISBN 81-901759-7-1 


61 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


READ MORE IN RUPANTAR 
A Leaf in the Stream 


English translation of the autobiography of Sridhar 
Das in Oriya English translation of the autobiography 
of Sridhar Das in Oriya 

Translator: Mary Mohanty 


In A Leaf in the Stream, a self-effacing man reminisces 
about his struggle for survival without bitterness, without regret. 
He continued to cherish certain principles and values even when 
the future became uncertain and dire poverty stared him in the 
face. He had taken risks, too many and too often, even when the 
stakes were high. He tells the story of his struggle with humour 
and humility, qualities that enable him to emerge as a sharply 
observant witness to an eventful era. His autobiography offers 
fascinating glimpses of the educational system in India under British 
rule, life in a feudatory state in Orissa and the world of Oriya 
publishing. To read this book is to witness the unfolding of a 
society’s change. 


Sridhar Das (1901-1988) was an eminent educationist, a 
noted lexicographer and translator. 


Mary Mohanty teaches English at Government Women’s 


College, Puri. 


Rs 270.00 
$ 25.00 ISBN 81-901759-6-3 
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READ MORE IN RUPANTAR 
From Bondage to Freedom 


Excerpts from autobiographies in Oriya relating to 
freedom struggle in Orissa translated into English 
Editors: Jatindra K. Nayak and Arun K. Mohanty 


The experiences recorded in these personal narratives 
relating to the freedom struggle take readers beyond the 
conventional sources of history. Recounted from the shifting, 
subjective perspectives of individuals, they tell us the fascinating 
story of great events unfolding and transforming the social and 
political landscape during the freedom movement in India. They 
celebrate the quiet heroism of ordinary men and women and offer 
us a glimpse of a world animated by millennial hopes. They 
reconstruct the past through a process of recollecting it in the 
present and help us arrive at a fuller understanding of history. 


Jatindra K. Nayak teaches English at Utkal University, 
Bhubaneswar. He won the Katha Translation Award, 1997 and 
the Hutch Crossword Indian Fiction Translation Award, 2004. 


Arun K. Mohanty is a member of the Orissa Education 
Service. He won Prafulla Anubada Pratibha Ratna Puraskar in 
2000. 


Rs. 200.00 
$ 16.00 ISBN 81-901759-4-7 
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READ MORE IN RUPANTAR 
Satakada Sahe Gandhi 


Oriya Translation of a part of Sheila Dhar’s memoirs 
Here is Someone I would Like You to Meet 
Translator: Sudhansu Sekhar Das 


The book presents the reader with fascinating portraits of 
lovable geniuses and eccentrics. It recreates a world peopled by 
musicians, politicians, bureaucrats and writers. Their foibles are 
treated with sparkling wit and genial humour. 


Sheila Dhar (1929-2001) was a connoisseur of Indian 
Classical Music. Her publications include Children's History of 
India, This India, The Cooking of Music and Other Essays 

Sudhansu Sekhar Das is a bibliophile and translator. 


Rs. 100.00 
$ 5.00 ISBN 81-901759-0-4 


64 
Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


Kharasuan to Kulabiri tells the remarkable story of a life 
lived in the midst of caste discriminations and economic 
deprivation. It depicts different facets of the struggle for 
survival of a Gandhian social worker who belongs to a 
community, which was subjected to social oppression for 
ages. The narrative records experiences of humiliation 
and atrocities but is remarkably free from feelings of 
rancour and self-pity. It is animated by hope, compassion 
and faith in humanity. 


A. J. Khan teaches English at Utkal University, 
Bhubaneswar. 


Zehara Jabeen teaches English at Christ College, 
Cuttack. 


NisHokoraDHs 
FROM KHARASUAN TO KULABIRI 
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